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Editorial M edication counterfeiting is the deliberate or fraudulent mislabeling of a drug with respect to its identity and/or source. 1, 2 The product may contain very little or none of the labeled agent -or it might contain the right amount or too much. This type of unethical and criminal action aims to make a profit by deceiving patients and health care practitioners. Put simply, it is stealing from the ill and the health care system to create profits for a few.
The incidence of drug counterfeiting is increasing and could become a new form of global terrorism. In 1997, the World Health Organization received approximately 700 reports of detected counterfeit drug products. It appears no country is exempt from this threat. Brazil has case reports of phony birth control pills that have resulted in at least 200 unwanted pregnancies. Nigeria, Thailand, and the Amazon region of South America have identified cases of inferior antimalarial agents. Antibiotic medications in Cameroon, Madagascar, Cambodia, and Chad have been found to contain none of the labeled antimicrobial agent. 1, [3] [4] [5] [6] During the past few years, there have been reports of counterfeit Epogen, Combivir, Serostim, Neupogen, Nutropin, Zyprexa, Viagra, Gamimune N, and OxyContin in the US. 2,6-8 These reports may only be the tip of the iceberg. Most of these actions appear to have been driven by greed, but that could change very soon.
Remember the public's horror when anthrax spores were distributed through the US mail system; thousands of ciprofloxacin prescriptions followed. Imagine this happening again, but the ciprofloxacin on pharmacy shelves is counterfeit and does not contain a sufficient quantity of the medication. Many more people would be harmed before the potentially lifesaving medication was found to be ineffective.
What can be done to decrease the risk of this type of terrorism?
The international pharmaceutical industry has established the Pharmaceutical Security Institute (http://www.psi-inc.org/). 1, 2 The Institute's goals are protecting the public health, sharing information on the counterfeiting of pharmaceuticals, and initiating enforcement actions through the appropriate authorities. 2 All medication containers should be inspected at the time of delivery, or at least prior to use, to determine whether the printing on the package is clear and crisp and the seals are intact. The printing on tablets and capsules should also be examined for clarity. The counterfeiting of Epogen and Serostim was first suspected because of poor label printing.
You should be aware of the methods used by your wholesaler, distributor, and manufacturers to ensure that their products are genuine. Buy your pharmaceuticals only from agencies that obtain their products directly from the manufacturer.
If a counterfeit drug is suspected, you should report the problem immediately to the manufacturer and the FDA.
Although these methods are good starts, they may not be enough. To make products more difficult to counterfeit, the industry should consider adding holograms, transfer-resistant/tamper-proof tapes and seals, watermarks, colorshifting inks and coatings, and/or security threads to product labels 2,5,6just like we have done with our money and credit cards. Other anticounterfeiting measures include chemical markers; magnetic fibers; microprinting; security inks; and product fingerprinting or barcode tracking throughout manufacturing, warehousing, shipping, and final distribution. 6 The Prescription Drug Marketing Act of 1987 called for the use of a pedigree -a statement of all previous transactions of a prescription drug prior to sale to the purchaser. This regulation was met with considerable opposition and still has not been put into effect. It was initially scheduled for implementation by April 1, 2002, but has been delayed until April 1, 2003. 9 Although no method is foolproof, the approaches discussed here would help ensure the safety of our drug supply -while we develop new and more effective measures to reduce this serious risk to public safety.
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